Changes in prolactin in peripheral plasma during lactation in the brushtail possum Trichosurus vulpecula.
A heterologous double-antibody radioimmunoassay has been validated for prolactin in plasma and pituitary preparations of T. vulpecula. Serial dilutions of crude pituitary homogenates and plasmas from several marsupials and purified prolactin from the tammar, Macropus eugenii, showed parallel dose response curves. In both male and female possums plasma prolactin concentrations increased in response to a single intravenous injection of thyrotrophin releasing hormone. Plasma prolactin concentrations were measured in six lactating females (June-November) and in four non-lactating females (July-October). In the following year prolactin levels were also measured in 11 possums with young less than 50 days old and in 24 possums with young aged between 100 and 145 days. In early lactation prolactin concentrations were low (less than 8 ng/ml) but increased to high levels (greater than 30 ng/ml) by 120 days and remained high until about 160 days of lactation. Thereafter concentrations declined although the young continued to take milk from the mother for a further 30-50 days. The changes in plasma prolactin concentrations throughout lactation are very similar to those described for the tammar, and this unusual pattern appears to be common to marsupials. Non-lactating possums showed no consistent changes in plasma prolactin concentrations between July and October.